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mv cxpcdcnce. llut I am lcss ir)lelerted in pcrsurcling vou that I
anr right dran ir encouraging you to think lhings through for your

self and fiom yolrr o\\ar experiencc. To the extelll thrt rrly wl\'s

of lookirg provide you rvirh uselul tools for dorng thir, I will luve

It is u'orth saying sometling about rhe u,'orc1 ,o.rrrrenl, rvhich rvill

figtre so proniucrtly ir the prgcs rhead- There rrc scver;rl other

rcnrrs thal co\'-cr soDrc of the sxnle lcrritor)', $'hich I u'ill soncdtr)es

use. includlng rrfiitr?& writat form, ancl rrxi. Elch has its orvn history

arrd its orvn binses. Witing antl Lt titt.n.fom lend to llrg!:est rlPhlbedc

rnaterials ancl thcrefore leave out (or tlorvrrpla,v) photogr:rphs, cltaw

ings, pr1in.ing.i, rnlps. aucl other nonvcrb:rl forrrrs of exprcssiorr. The

u'ord lrxl ir addition oltcn scerDs to susg€st sonrc'thirrg xbstmct rtrd

rtisembodictl. md nrisses the scrsc of concrerencss :Lrrd physical pres-

e ce that is so ccrtral to the story I Lnve to lell.
The rvonl lodrnrr,t has its problc s, loo. Most notabll,, it 1s often

uscd to clerignatc thc kirds of n tcrials d)ir! have trarlition:r.ll,v

appc.rrL:cl on paper, such:s l.-gal conhacrs (c.g., \,vllls) and icientit,v

papers (e.g., plssports)- 'fhis is much narrou'er than th,.: rtse 1 inrend,

r,vhich ir broad crough to inclurlc Dot orrly dl;rgj rvlitter orr pxper

bur videotapes, fihns, audiotapes, and rll nrirnner of digitrl nraterirls,

including text h1cs, sprcrclsheets. ancl Wcb pages. Still, therc xrc sev

er-al rcasons rvhy t am incliletl to ure lhe rvord do.r/?r. /. First aDd

perhaps leist ilnport:nrt, I h:rv,.: used ir lor a nunbcl of years ir
ex]ctl-v tlis wa), rurl it is tire tern of choice in the rcidcrnic ilr)d

businesr settings I licquenL. More inportant, rhe rr,'ord rlocs seenr to
.r( , x,\J,ror,..r r . r,..,n.,,!- ,r.lp.. F t., r.rl1, ,rrrong

,,,r,p.. | ,,\e, Ii, '.,t,,,,",,r L ' -Rnrrlug. rhrr rr ',n,
b.'r, ...- rrl rrd nler.r,q i' .'rrr, ron r\e l rtrn do'r,', rl'r. h,rr"'tr'1_,,16 re.l.h..1

So. in the cnd, lhls is a book not rbotLu rhe rvonl locrrllcnt bur

about a class of cultural arrifacts and drc ccrrtul irlea that urdcrlies

rhem in :r1l their mvriad Ibrms. L)ocuments hlvc rnuch to reach us, I
believe, if rvc rvill orlv listen.

1

,Ae?itation on a Receipt

ITT 7
W,r' ,n. ru r\rr\r.Iv'rr\: l. rl b, i..br Joo.r 'g,ro e.

cbsc up. ThL: onc I luve irr rnind is a cesh register receipt, r srrlrll strip

of prpcr, LX irrcircs in riclrh and approximately ,1! inchcs nr ltlgtlt,
rnarked in light Lrluc ink. At thc rop it re]ds "Stevei [)eli & Carcr-
i,re." Imnrecliltely belorv is a seqlucncc of nuillrers, l0 29 97, and

ncar th,.: bottorn is a deciltrll \,?lue, 5.85. From lhc look of it, soue
one bought somcthilg lrorn S!e\''e\ Deli on October 29, 1997, and

pa $5.85 tur it.
Thn might seem likc rn odd phcc to begin a dircussion of *rcu-

lnerlts. Why llot begin wilh e more magniliccrrt specinrerr, perhaps

sonctling bcrutilid, such as rhe tsook of Kells? Or sonlcding morc
reverentlr- xncicnt, ;l Suncdan clay tiblet or the l{oserta \tonc? OI
vlnething r,r'ith rn aull of por,ver rbout jt, the U.S. ConstilutioD or
rn inrernatronal rreaty? Tiis littlc reccipt is so plair ancl ordinary, so

rlari{istly uninteresting. 'l here are millions anrl bil}ious of rcceipts
jusr likc it. Evclv tnunciill trarrsaction at rhe superurarkct, thc novs
st:urd, the 1lorist, thc dr'Llgstore, produces oDe. You can see pcopL's

irtitude rowrrd thcn in the wav rhey're handled. Ther'':rre ofrcn lcft
on dre counrer relused or o'cn hancled back rvirh a vague air of
rlispleasuLre. (l cu't be bothered with tlis.) Or thcy arc stuck :rrr'.ry in
r gloccry b:Lg or st ffed rn onels pocker or purse. onlv to bc discardc'd

later. Surcly rcccipts likc dris rre dre bottonr of the bin.
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A rctpl.lir !tu twhdy t)J d hntfi ntoith, t l)q olthh\, d taba bafdcr

llur rllis is e\.cr\ the poillt. If \",€ irre soing ro see inro rhe narurc
r.lf rloc[nrents. rve I'ould do u'e]l to dcal dir.-ctly rvirh the r[ost
rbundart rnd orctinlry of thenr. Ir is c:s,v enorLgh to be transportccl to
heights of ccstasv bv the nrost trrgnifice t spccirnens. lDdccd, r'r'e

rnry bc spellbouod by rheir bL'ertv and powtrr. The biggcr challengr:
is to look closcly and respcctirlly irt thc lorvesr ancl honreliesr of
thenr. And should we liud beaury tlcpth, and porvcr in i/rrsc, r,,,c rvill
sureli' bave :ccorrrylirhed sornething.

lThis little receipr rs I lisroricrl docLrnrert. Although hanlly of the
rnrgritrcle 

- or thc penrrncnce 
- of thc Rosertl stonc, it is:l

srr:rpshot o[ sonlct]ing tlut happened:rr anorher tine ard placc.

,\1]]DITATION ONA IIIICUIfT ' 9

I rrl,cdded ln it ph,vsicalll', through rhe absorption of blue dvc irrto

tjrrcs\cd trce pulp, is the record of a moncnt when sorl€one (in

t.r, r it rvas m,.J bought a tull slndrvich, :L big of chips, ancl a bottlc of
.'r.rrlrcl-li .nIlr.'rrir'. l{c.rl rrr Brrr'rlg rr, I 'lrro' 'I
Lr re, rrtr i' t r*or ' rn 'rr^rtr 

- , rr'. .r' rre I rr ' r'. r' ,

r, rrindcr of l nrinor trrnsrction in l:lte Oclobcr 1997. it sirrrultrrre

.Lrsly crrrics \'llhin ils forirr the rlrenrorv of thousanLls of yc:rrs ol
lrrrrrrn strugglc atrd develop ent. Tlut leceipts likc thjs one alc so

L.rJilr' printed rnd so citsually lossed rwlv is due in lalgc rrreisuk to

llrc rvaihbility of chcrp, high cturliq/ pipcr. This rvevr't ehvrvs so.

["r-r '. . 'n'.rl,.n rrr ahrrr.' rr' lr .ecor' r ', nru ) , Lr,,l I r" (

'Lr'',"t.ropcrrrrl-r.' 
rrrl' crr ,'\'. rri .l br Ar'rl .'lU.

rcrrtl to rhink dr.rt blilliant ncw invcnlior)s explodc onto the scent

rn.1 .rrc inrnedierely drlbrrce.l bv all (maknrg {crrunes in stock lor
lhc f;uDdcrs of conrpDics that produce lllen ) L3ur that isn't UsualJy

rlrc \\':ry it rl'orks. There is rnore typic. ly ir slorv proccs of difirsion

.rr'.r.r'l I'r rriun..rrr,r"l' slr' r "1 r'J trrl 1''1'-'

['. "pr. 
r,'*-1".''.',.rd. urirrrn . rr',' i ro rr'lr. r''rurrl rr'rr.rr'rl'

rnlrredi.rtL:Ly arolm.l drc r. SomL:, like c1av, r'cquire lirtle plcprrrtion
to be usablc. Others, most notably 1gy15an.1 xnlrnll skins, nccd to

bc nrrnulacrurL:d. 1'rpyrus, frolr rvhicLr rhe *'ord pq.r js cleril'ecl, is I
rLrsh or gmsslikc plarrr thal grows in thc Nile river ciclta To mrkc.r
\\.riring sur'l'ice, thc pl:urt is slieccl lengthlvise into long st ps. l'hesc

rtrips rrc l:icl irr rol.s rrd allolvcd !o dry in the sun, resultirrg in e

':\l drruL,...rr rrrerlr.r. $.,1 J .P ,'r"., r'..r' Cej

Tbe process ol turrling arirral skins i|to wriling sr.rrl:rces is norc
cxrcnsive: it involvcs rajsing *lc rrim:r1s, skirrning thcrn rnd remov

ing thc hair, then strctchi|g and sanding thc tkins But thc resulring

plocluct c.rrr be markecl orr borh sitles, and l'1ilc papynx c.rn orrly be

cultivated in liurired regions of thc rvorld. livestock is ruised in most

clin:rtes s a sor.rrce ol foocl lrd ctothirrg s well Thc resalting sur

Acc cin be rcrr arkably rhin, srlooth, solt. .rud pliablc lt is :rlso

extrcnely durablc: pieces of \''cllonl (fronr th.' sarne Lrtir root dr.rt



}l] . SCROLLING I,.OR\VAIID

Medieval nronestcrles typically hrd to nairrtain cxtensivc herds

lor food. of courre, s u,eli as bookr- The invcntion ofpaper provided

. \rh( ,,r,r,,lrcrr'"1 'l"r 'oul" b' rn' e lo' rl[ lrrr' " ^i lilltrr'
."'o .krlr' ' c,rrr".'r.b'.r,r' -rr -r' orrld b, r' h,,l r'ro ;r'lp pr' 'd
., rr'rhir Lr-r...r.do-i, |JuIl','.'l rrrc'rrr-n' l'"r' rIr g'-r
laces couLl rccept fr.rrnrs r,r,riten t'ith a quill or brush.

The matn rdvanr:rge of medieval Paper ovcr rlrin l skins was ils

lower price- Paper rvas actually rrore lragile ancl harl a rougher sudice

than aninnl skins. lr dichitllcc€Pl inkt end pigncnts nearlv as rvcll'

:urcl rv;rs hrrcler to correcr- It *asnt until the lourteen or frfteenth

ccr)nn,\'. scver.l hundlecl vcers rlier its jntloductioD into Europe. that

papcr begrn to supplanr :rninral skirrs. lnitially rhis was duc to its

rrnprovccl qualitv and .rv:rilabiliq'. llLrl widr rhe invenlion of !he print

irrg pless rr rhe middle of the Ftftcerrth ccnturl" rvLrich prodrrced bct

rcr rcsults on pxpct llun on most skitb, the dcrtund lor papcr

incrc:rsecl dranr atic a1ll'. L

In those irsr centuries elicr rhe pepelnuking process \las inlro-

...r..,1 lr" I rope. rrrd rrd-c l "' rr"r'y 'n t' r' '"'\' rJ{' 3'
prov o-l rl'"
mighr thnk ol tlis rs an c;rrly loln oi rccvcling C)nce clothing,

made of cotron. linen, and hemp, hrd servcd rts tlsclll lilctirne it

rvas collectcd bv thc "ragm:rr" ar thc {irst stcp in thc papermaking

process. (So tnportant $'ere clothes llbers to papern kirrli that ;1

scvelrLeeDth centurv l-ngl;rnrl a 1a*'$'as Prssed rlarrditdDg thal dte

rllrl be buried in wool. rvhich \\'1s lrlrsuitrble lor uaking paper')2

Thc :rvlilabilitv of rcgs placcd l;lits on the qlL:rlrtity of papct lhal

coull be produced. Periodic shortages of r:rgs procluced crises in

book production.
lh-..,. 1r L, 1'rl lor ',n,l .rlJrr\' ro. g \l I'orr1l' rIc r"' ol

\u^,1 $J' I Fr .rrg,-<.red ir' r,e -iFl Leerrrl . '^ L' \\'r" r rrrril
'lr. rn dn e., rrr rrirr r.rrrl' rnrrrr) rror \o \eI\ rrrrc rq' ti I

techrrrtlues fur nraking paper lrom n'ood pulp becamc commcrcially

viabk]Wirh rhc t,x'entior) of lhc stern cngine as a cheap arrd rcli:rb1e

sourcJ of porl,er, it n'as frnallv possible to producc large, corrtinuous

rolls ol rnl::rpensivc prper. It rhus bec:rrnc possiblc to makc lots of

IIFII'TATTON ON r\ RI]CEIPT . I l

chc.rp, crpcrdable documents, likc the teceipr rveie currcntly cx:rtn

ining. Looking closel,v, -vou can inrleed scc tha! !his receipl $.as lorn
froru r continuous roll. TLe ragged upper edgc'gives eviderrce of rhe

sudden gesture of thc rvrist and hrnd that scprutcd it lrorr llle
nothcr roll.

So nuch lor the paper it'.s printccl on. Whar makes this:r clocu

nrent rathcr thrn a rllere scrap of pepcr is its syrnbolic or represcnta

tlon:rl power. I$ littlc bhre rrerks allou' it to tcll d stort'. Fron dle trrrrc

of the crve paiDtingi at lcast, lrunrrn being havc bccn rvorking our

how to dcpid, llarre, and describc ever)6;!nd objecas tn slrch:r wav

thrt thc,v cotLLd be cetlect ro mrrrcl re called or re-prcscntcd a! a

l.rter tinc rnd phce. Thirt this reccipt is rblc to rell its tele so suc

circdy and ellicicntly is the lesLrlt of droltsands of years of develop-

rrlcl)ts in written lorms.

Each of the shrpes has its orvn historv, its orvn story Let's st:rrt rvith

thc c:rpitrl lcttcrs. These come to us llrost clirectly fton Rom:rr
rinres. arlaptcd liorrr elrlier Brruscan arrcl Greek letrerforn s. Two

drousand vears xgo, rhc llonrrns had a tu,'enq,-thnrc leffer;rlph:tbet
(hckrDg orllY our-l liand I4'), the ticnrrr rvrillenjust rs \\'e see thenr

on tlis lcccipr. Which nleans thrt r11 drc c.plral letters A, C, D, E,

a;. l, r, N al, R, \ T- appearing on this rffeipr wollld havc bccr
immedietcly Iccognizable to our l{oman ;rncestors.

Not so rhe lowcrcasc lefte$. These didn't bcgin to der,'e1op until
drc thircl centur-v c.r. Ihe llonurr capirals had been r,vrittcn slor,vly;

thel rvcrc olierr caned in stonc r dellberare and painstiklr)g
process. (Wc c.r11 therr capitalr - lmm thc' LatiD ..4?ll,rlrl for "head"

beceuse thcy rvcrc oltcrr jrcised ar the hcrd or top of monunencrl

columns.) Bur as thcsc forms lvele writlen moL'c quickl-v - tith
quills or vellenn rather rhan with Lrrlrshes ;rnd chisels on stoie - the

drepes br:canrc ro rder xnd simplcr. The urcial :rlphabct, rvhich
r]llrde its eppearancc in the third cenrury c.!., hits a very rrixed look
to our modcrn cycs. While nrost of the lorms look decidedly uppcr

r:rse, a slnall numbcr of othe$ ha\'-e a distrncdy lorvercase ilel to

drcnr. inchrtlng a. d, h, n, lnd q.' It l,'as during Challcmagr)ei so

c:rlted Carolingii]lr re|aissance in thc cighth cenrur,v an intcnse
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:riod of spirirral end literaly exploration during vrhich hardu'rit

" tr,' r,, e,'l rnd rcr.rrn''d - rnrr rhe lorr rc r" l'r'Lr' r' $e

'.,* ,herrl t'n 
'llv 

-,,'.'gcJ rn ' 
. le r rrrd br LL ful r'rn

(The terns Louerctrse :utd tryperase arc actuel11' derived fion pritrt-

rll practice. The conPositor or rypesetter kept his piecLx of trctal

ne,nbiu,^r '."'c' llr' 'r' all lc'rertcr rrr'rrr" r|lr) lep n'he

,'.0.1." ,n- '1', 
Ln' ln5 15' rpi rl r'Lre ': rh'r' rne 'nrrll lcrr 'r'

,ere in thc lorver crse' the big lencrs in rhc uppet crsc Stricdv

rerlrn.. rr i. ,rr. llon''rr' r' ' l lerr(dorrrl u rlr' e:!l-rh errr' r\

".r ,.. [t- . r' u"rr'd b' r;'" 4 r'e 'r)rrrF rrr'll

,' ,"*.-l'. .nd, r'ri " /c, rn"rr r'g L'g rAr upo' rc' ' l
Ar.rnvrr,. br rrr <ighrh rr rr'r nror, orl,*,1'r'r.rer''r '1"'r"

reecled to m.rk.-this refeipt hrcl corne into exislcnce But lhcy iunc-

ioned quite rlitfererrtly ri tbat lirnc tlurl lhcv c1o nor'r' The capitcls

rr.l ttr" io."-"r.",. t.*.rs fornetl csentidly seperate scripts or "hands"

\ text, or pottions of a terr, rvoulcl be r'vrittcrr in o1re-script or rhc

)thcr. It wxsn'r unril tlle Renaissance thet rhe prrcLice ol lntxtng crp-

t:lh with lo$.crcasc letters rvithirr a srngle rvord (e !i ' 
to begiD a scD

:eDce or wrile a proper rrame) began to emerge This seenrs lo luve

:ecn an outgrorvth of thc use oiversals - hrgc illurlineted letrers -
:o ,r"., 

" ,"r. ". " "-t 
scction of a text Thus' eltho gh the for[rs of

th. let.ts ,pp.r.il,g on dljs receiPr rrc quite ol(l' stretching b;rck a

tho.,sand ye".s o. r't-tn.., t1t. "t"utt"' 
nf combination' as seen rn the

$'ord "Stevc\." is llllch r]1orc recent'

Yet lctrer{orrns pley a fair\ ninor p:!rt in the rcceipt wc've been

eranining. Irrsterd, this receipt is mrirrly fllled r'vith nunrbcrs - or

"rr"r.."1.1. 
fr. nore cxact 

jrnd rvith good rcason: it is a financial

rccord. r Lincl of:rccounting docunent' rncl in thi\ rcspcct it harks

back to the earliest rhvr ofwriting' Alchacological eviclencc rndicates

thet cor-lt)ling and accolrntrng were sonre of lhc first uscs ot \\rttlDg

l,r"n' oi,tt. V.ropotarnian ctLncifbrm rable* dug up in lraq ilrd

lran ;!re xdministralive records: lists of tribute receir'ed' ridons ciis-

tributerl, paynrents rnade Onc rcholar' rhc anthropologist DeDise

S.h,r'rrndt-B.rrerat, evcrr theorizes thal writing was il dircct olrt
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growrh of courrrlng and accou tj g practiccs conducted lvidrin
rrrcreasingly complex, urban societics.l

Nurrerals have rt leasl as long a history as lecters. The t'r.rniliar

tbrms opperrirg on this rcccitrl are of relativcly recent orignl. Like

peper, thcv secnr to h:{ve bccn broLrght ro Europe thrcugh Moslem

conquest and rcttle renl. (Whercas p:rper canle originally lron
Clhjna, the nuncrols otigin:rred in Indi:r.) l-ike lhe a.loptiorr of pirper'

rn Europe, rhe cliftrsion of the numerals rvas r slow prccess, l:rsting

cenrurics. The most raclical of the nrunerals, zcro, took a slower

,i:oufse rhan drc others. ALhough thc nutrerals had madc $eir wxy to

Spnr b;' the tenth cc turv, zero lnsn't in connnon use until tbe

clcvcnth or rn'elf-th ccnturl: There is a ccrtein logic ro the de1ay, since

rhe Arabic nurlemls werc scrving irs r replaccmcnl for the earlicr

l\oruan numcrals, rvhich lacked r zcro. Jt mlrst have trkel quite a

rvhile for education:rl rnd commercirl Pnclices lo ad.just to this

str:rngc nerv synrbol. a maLd sigrifi'nrg norlirg, a presence signslirlg

an abscncc. (Still, ho\r. strancc ro $itrk thar thc use of zero in thc

West is onlr'' e tholrsand years old.) Decirlal nolation is e\€rr irore
recent; the decinul point was frrst usccl at the encl of thc filieenth

Ihc dccrnral ponrt is just orle of lhe nonalphabetic, rronnuncric
r,vrnbols appcrring on the rcccipt. I counr five of thenr in all thc

decirral point or period. rhe h-vphcn or d:rsh, rhe asterisk, the apos-

trophe, and rhe ampcrs:rnd. All but rhc hst of thece are puncturtion

Lnrrks (O'orr !he Latin prrrta or "point"). Thcy are secondary signi

liers nletr syrrrbols, you night s]t - lllat havc beerr developed
()\'cr rhe nlillcnrir to nrake rearling easier:rnd to hclp rcsolve poten-

tnl anrbiguiries. Early rvriting rxcd fcrv such devices; indeed. irr a

\t-\4c c:rlled r.rillio rontina,r (co|tinuous rvritirrg), u'ords *'erc strung

rogerhcr \vitholrt a]lv visu:rl irtlicrtion of thc divisions belween
(herr. At a l.rtcr stirge, dors or points were irclded ro n:rli the bound-
.rrres of rvords. This rvas finally rcplaced bv the converltion we use

ro.U)', that of scparadD!: i.ords spatiallv. This convcntior) didn't

bccorrre the nornr until the t$elfih cennrrr,. Ir took quite a while
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then ftx sprce the abscnce of a n.rrk to come to serve :rs pltnc-

tu|]rion. Pcrhaps ir is olrly:Lccidentrl drar it nrade its appearrnce ar

about the sane tilllc ts zero, thc rbsencc of_ all quatrtiry

But space irrlcrions tls lDore than Punctrtation it this \ense lt is the

sirglc gteatest lesourcc for $e writer, at once the most blatantl,v

obvious and the most invisibie resour:ce on the pagc Writren nralks.

fter:r11. arc only discerniblc against an umnarked b.rckgouncl The

.h.,p, or . .rrPlF 1.' ,1.'l r'pir rl R ^- x rol, r' eorr''ll rrr''d- rrp ol

it\ ncgative speces (thc Lroles dr.t rnakc up irs tn'o bo\'ls) ancl the

enrpr,v sp:lce lhxt forrrs its oursidc borclers lf rve think of thc receipt

:rs r planct and the blue n:rrks as its conlillenh, thc lrlost ol its

exprlrse, likc our planet, is ocealr.

To see thc receipt i this $'ay is to loc:lle it iD tirne lt is lo sct the

receipt as the prorlrrcr of cndless developrieflrs :n<l irnovations smell

:rl)d 1argc, srlerchirrg back over m:rtry cenhlrles and reechirrg across

manl regions of thc globe. As Georgc I{ublcr has ptrt Jt in Tlrr S/ra1c

o/ Truz; "Er,'erything marlc non' is cirher .r replica or a vrriant of
solnctllnr€! r de :r littlc tr e rgo ]nd so or) back \\'j!hout brexk to the

frrst not ing ofhuman tirrre."r'To see lhc receipt in this rvay is rherc

lbl.e to give it a Prst, but it is also to gi"" ir ) tirrurc :r funrrc thet is

nccessrrily LLncertrin and Lrnknolvn, irl best djrDlv and ilnpcrlecrly

ghnpsed.
I lrr. -. . rp .r'r ,d. . L ' o 'r r' trl 'rr rlrere inr- r'rJ pcrh 'p lt 

'1

ler';ir..'. r, "nnr' ,' i',.!lr' 'rt'r.,' \\\r'\ rr: -pr'rrred 
lr"'

:Lccpired r poliric:rl and, indled, cvcn a moral ..,,,,','rc']Th" se'"'-
ingly endlcs availabiliry of cheap paper', n'hich rook so man,v cen-

turies .o rchieve, h:s permittecl us to be crvalier abour i* usc arrd

miDdless xbout i$ disposal.ln rccenl dccades, thc:Lssociation betwcen

the usc ()1'papcr and the depletion of thc planct's natunl resources

has cornc inro foctrs, raising greet concerns ebout susr;rinebilitc incl

oul collective long-tctnr rvelfare lt has become irrcreasingl-v diilicult

ro see littlc pieces of paper like this ore irs disposable in the u-ays rve

oncc did.
It is worlh doting lhat not all crrltures have becn quitc so cavalict

abour thcir rvrittcrr records. In r book rvritterr in 1938, Chirng Yee
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speaks rnovtugly of the hrditionrl Chincsc atdtudc touard written
lorms (an artitude rher surclv crrlrlot lltvc srrrvivcd the revolution):

ABectiol iir tl]c writtcn woi.i is insrillcd fionr childhood nr dre

ChDere hcarr. Wc arc taught lcvcr to k' Up .r sheet of*ritirrg,
uor to nisusc rnv papcr Nith wririog Lrpolr ir. everr if rt is of ro
tirrther pirc.ical usc. In cvcry districr of ;r Chrnese city; lrci cveu

in tbc malJcst vilhgc. there is r 1iLt1e pagodr Lrrrilt for the bururg
.r $,.. t.lr. t, ,,',, ",,i""ft ,, . .t Ht t , tr
l'.o.,o i o,rr i.', ',,1 .,'1. '' '.'-ll,' . . t, '.1.''- l'rr.lr r1,,..\. rr"l'., ..'f" lr . 'pl d.".j.r
loot or thromi rivrr nto sonc drtastctil placc. Ii i\ I coinnron
sight to \ec o1.l nrcn wth baskcts of pl,rited b,rnrboo ou fieir
b:rcks, grrhcring up this kind oi \,us!e prper iior]l dre streets ;rnd

ror.l\ ri)r burninq in the Fi-riT-:r-T'./. You Dny be sure rhcsc okl
nrcn rlo nor act only ,rD ;rn nDprlse of t nlessl fhcrc mry bc
people no[;rdrix rvho tlirrk drcrn tinlis]r; but wc c not brirq
ou-selvcs to rb.]rrdon our deep rcoted trxditionrl hrbrs. Nc.\.s
prpers, bools, everv kind ofprintccl nrttcr rrc pourcd out or all

sides;rnd nr nrcrcrsrrg qlr.mrit\., but srill drc old ri:r'erurce lbr rhe

ivritten ivorct prcieils.r

(To firs clay, Jer,vish l:rrv clictrtcs th:rt all meterials on which the
1)ivinc Niu)rc :rrc wlittcn rre to be handled respectfrL]lv lrrcl they rre
to bc buricd r,vhen their usehrl liletirre is or,er.)

It is likel,v thar firterrc generirtioDs ofrcccipts will hlvc r very diller
enl look llnd Gel. Digit rcccipts alc rlrcrcl,v berng created, part of a

rrrore qene l lnovcmcllt to\\-lrd digrt:rl comrnerce. fhis very receipt
rni)- dft:rdv crrry thc sccds ol clunge rvithin ir: it rnay lcruallv har,,e I
digitrl component <r ir, and if so it is so|rethr g of a hybritl, e hcr
nuphrodire. AldrorLgh l'e crol tell JUst bv looking at it. tlis receipr
n'as probrbly produccd usrng r rligital crsh reqisrer, a compurter
1,)corpontirrg r printer rnd a cash dras'er. If so, :r digrtrl record of my

tLnu tish chips ,nd-\a'atcr tr:rnsacdon $,?s being creirted lrs rhe s:les

clcrk punched the cesh regirrer kevs; end fiorn this thc papcr vcrsion
rr'e see belorc us was prjnted. VjeNcd ir dris light, thc rcceipt rs an
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e\rlutionxrv cre.rrurc like rhc lanred coehcan.h, e iish rvith leglikc

,r r. rrr.'rl n; lr. po'r'. r 'rr r\'1, \(' i rr r,rre' l'r'r I'eJ'r' '" v' 
't "

onto lxncl.

Sti11, rvc cre nrissirrg a crucirl perspccrive on the reccipr - pcrhirps

',, ,uo t ' rL, 'r. \l \"trg\ s, I'r . h, g,rl r^ lo' LF :r ir rlr<'t ' p ol

tin1e, we hive ,vct to sec ll in ils o\,vr) cultur;rl tirne arrrt placL: We ncccl

to see it not so rrrlrch in relrtion to eveits in drc rlistant prst or att

n.knorvn firnrrc. bur in r.:lrrion to i$ innneLlirtc surrounclings

Widrin its local circrnnstinccs, \{hat kirrd of lhrng is it? What r'r'or k ir

ir doillg, rnd \\,Lrv is il (lomg il?
'lhe tirsr thn4 to rrolicc ls tlut th.- reccipt is tellirrg a story of sorts

It n rclnittedly a hjghly sclc'ctive orre, not likely to rvin :rny prizer lbr

litcr:rtlrre. Whv u,ould anyorre bothcr to tcli ir? Ihc ansrvcr is, of
cours(:. to br forLnd in the $'1y lrr:rncial transrctiorrs erc orchestr'rtecl

" .',' ,'l',' .! r' r.' r1' ' r, i'r ' '| rrr .rr'! rr 'r' pn'|or or L'r'r

chrse." as evi.lJrcc rhat rrr exchange of mone,v Ibr goods rclurliY

r.rt p. 1,"'.'-rrrr, [,.rr'; ' rltF\"\ "re r'l ol"- ll r"'l
.. , p:.p,i.t ,,,., . r.. , oo.i. " c,. .t. ti,rr.d. .h, ,e, . pr - r\-. .,' $'
ness ro thesc t:xrt.l. Its.Job is to lell irs stor,v in furure sitlrarions' at

other dr)es rnd phces lo pla,v:L rcle in other activilies lt rray bc

used, for c'xarnplc. to teturu or excharrge thc iterns purchased, rvhen

rc.luesting reilnblr$enrent of the cost of rhc pLrrclxsc (rvhen srlbrnic

ting i lravcl expense repori, say), or ic e wa,v of docuncntttrg

expcnses fbr t.r-l( putpos$.
Onc could inugine a person pcrforrling such a service' solleonc

u,|o had rvlrnesscd the purchl1se and could tesrili'to dre lacts when

cdled upo to clo so. lndccd, trl M T Clhnchy observes tn his book

Ilron trlnrnty to lfritteu lutonl,N in England uP (L]rtil thL'rhirlccrrrh

cenrury, peoplc \\ere ricquired lo wihress :rnd thcreb-v valid:lle fin'rn

cial ancl legal tnnsacions. Tb translcr a picc'.: of properw (rc'rl ertatc)

flom onc person to :rnothcr, the donor rvould speak hls intc'tions

aloud in the prescrrce of rvioresses, tlt tbe saDre trmc h:rndrng over a

syrrbolic object. srv a knilc or:r sn.rll piece of e:rrth' lionr thc land

being tranrferrcd. ShoLrld rhere be I disputc, rhe rvitnesses to the evcnt
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rvor.rld be requirerl to testi\. By the end of the thirreer)fi ce tur);
hor,vcvcr'. a \,vrittcn Llocuncit cotrkl servc as both drc statelrerlt of
rntcnt ancl as rritness to the I:cts of rhc tmttcr.

Although u,'e don't quite hear it rhn *'ay. n'itnesses are people rvho
h.rve their rvits lbout rhenr. The root of the rvorcl rrit is rhe Old En
glish u,ltan, rncerrirg "to knorq'* u'ell rs the L:rlin riderc arcl rhe

GrccL irlr,in, "to sc,::." Thc dictionalv delures rlil-\ as '1ne tr.l abilities, or
porvcrs of inrelligcnt observation, kccn pcrccption." En nrologic.rlly,

rhen, a rvitnesr is sorreone u'ho is not only present rt srxle evcnt, bul
who irtelligerrrly e{ercjses his or her po\\'ers of obserlatior.

r /lut rvoultl it trlc, thct, lor a persor to rlo the work this receipt

is bcirg mkcd to do? Sr.rch r pcrson, tlnt of r1l. l,oLrld have to be

Frcscnl :rl lhc cxchxngc of lood for noncy Hc or- shc rvould havc tcr

remen$eL rhe transaction and be available to testilv to ir:rt \orn.'
l'ururc tirne. possibly on nrultiple occasions. If I were ever:urdired, 6r
cxiurrplc, i d had clrirrrccl dris rrrcal as i bLNlucss expmse, I would
briug this pcrson rlong to voucb for rrry story: (The rvord |ol, is
:' rr rl', Mi I,ll I rr1 r.l' uo,'.1, ',. r. rrs o .. rrrJ r rr. oul
other u'ords. to act as a n'imess and r guar:ntor'.) But in tes.i4'nlg ftl
the ever)r, rhis per-son lvoultl need to express his tesairnoly irr terrns

that werc useh to dle proceedir)gs. To sa,r,, "WelJ, I sarv dris gu_v

colrc'inro the deli ancl learc:borrt fllieen 1)lilures later." n)ighr be
just light if thc policc \4'crc trying to dctcnninc lry whcrr:rbouts, but
it rvould be useles in establishnrg the specifics of the finrncial tnns-
lcrlon thar took place clurjllg rhat tirrre. Fi1lxll1, ilr adclition ro rpeak

irrg truthflrllv alld rtlevantl)', rhc \a,imess rvoultl hrve ro appear

clcdibl.:: hc rvould nccd to look rnd sourrd like soruconc rvLro could
bc trustcd, rvho could bc countctl on to spc:Lk truthirll,v rnd rclc
\':rnrh: I he IRS auditor mighr not look lavorably on vlneone rvho

clressecl anrl spoke s if he hrd spert the previous ten yeir'\ ol
Skid l{orv

But it rvoulcl bc hlud to inllLginc building a globrl systcru of cour
mrrcirl cxclungc like thc onc rvc havc norv, rvith billions of trrnsec

tions taking piace each da-v, il hruran beings rvere required to sr:rnd
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lfotllrd in grcccry srores, gas sleaions. a d bookslorcs to wihlcss dle

ra$rctions teking place lherc, to remenbcr thenr, rnLl to resdli to

rheln at rn-v tnne of .hv or night. Fortlnrrtuly for global crpitrlisln'

"ve'\'e figurcd ou! how lo delegrte lhis |esponsibilitv to smr11, nrrrkecl

ricces of paprr (rncl nol,r irrcreasingly, ro rnvisible coclcs sent

rcnveen computtrs). We'r'c figured out hor,v ro get lhcrrr lo rencrrr

rer.rncl report b.Lck N,hrt thcy'vc winressccl, to speak succinctlv ancl

rccuratclr', .urd to do so in a cretliblc |unner-
But ho\\' is our lirtle rccc:ipt rble to .rcl:onrplish this rathel rc:tl.rrk

rble fc:t? The ansrver cxn'r bc fourd ,1, thc r.::ceipl iBclf- or m thc

receipt a/ora'. To find it, vou h:r'c to broacten lour g:rzc.rncl look at

the wav tLrc rcceipr is sirueted, or enrbeddtl. irr r hugc t'eb of
L[rrna]l practiccs and krowledge di\tribulec] rhrough space arrd tirre

[f ,' ,,.,L,' nuu. ,r,' .r rl'. " -rpr lr' , ' \-r rro-'r r'f rr' Ih'
L'

rhir strip of pepcr, tbe collrnn of lrunlbcrs irr block,v fired rvidtlt

dt:rrrcters, t|e logo at thc top all scrvc ro iclentifv lu ar e cash register

receipr. lt rv,::ats its idcnlir,v on its slccve, lor r1l to see Whirtls rrore'

lhis convenliur:rl lolrn c.rrries ;r concr)tionxl conier)r (lhc cost of
irens purchasecl, sa)es rar, totds, c.rsh back, anct so on) Nor'r'herc on

the reccipl, hor,r'ever, does it xctr.riLll,v st.1te th:rt this iJ:r Ieceipl, thrt

this is x rccord of :rn er.chaDge of goods tor nlorle\', lhrl "4 25" lt:rn.1s

for rhe cost of rn iren antl ".75" ior rnother rrc-'r rlocs it erpl:rrn

any nlrnber of othel lacts thirt ire iDDleclirtely :rv:rilrble lo us. lr

doesn't luve ro. It can srnrpl,v rt'lv on the f_ict rhaa wc, liter:rte rr cnr

bers of thc culrure, huve:rlread,v:rcquired thc sLills needcd ro recog-

rr,,. r". -ip '.. r<.erp'. r,.r 'o ',. '',"'' ' , f.il

l]e ld r.. I'r'g. '," 'iii'r or rilibl {'rk
(rnvisible tlom thL: perspeclivc of this lirtlc rcceipl) is corrshnd]'bcin!:

clone to support drt rccell)t in its irpp:lend,v e{Iortless rvork. l'helc\
the r,r''ork of the cash lcgisler lranufiduters, fur c{irrnplc' corrtirruing

ro produce nlrchlnes lhat carr recold purcheses antl sperv out recerpts

thar obey thc conventionrl formrts. There\ thc \\'ork of lhc paper

nralrlrlictorers prodr.Lcing p:Lper rolls of the right consistency rncl

price. Ther.e's rhe rvork of graphic artisls turd desilincrs rrraking the

typefices:rnd the logos th:rr apperr orr rhe rectipn. Therc\ the t'ork
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of shop enployecs tr:rinlng odrcr shop enrployecs to operare rhe cash
regisrcrs, so they can push thc right keys, ch:rngc ro11s of paper, and
so on. All this and rrorc is happe|ing, jrrst to make sure th:rt rcceiprs
r,r'ill be prodrLccd tlut conforrr ro cuftural expecrations. And as lor
t rcr orCrrrrr. crcrrd.r' r e. rlr.rr'. ., rcre \\'e,..lul|.r.,.ni rro
lhe plcture. For lvifioul our having learned to recogrize arrd usc
receipts, thereby rircitly rgrceinli to rLphold their conventio s, the
systcm couldn't possibly rvork.

Collectivel\,: thcn, r'e co|spirc to help rhis teceipt do itsjob. And
$'hel evcrvthins is llorklg just right (rvhich happens, irrraztnqll
rrrost of the rinre), a littL piece oi papcr crn emerge trom I c:rsh reg
istcr in a deli, it crn bc torn off the roll md pl;rced ir I Lrrorvn paper
brs, anll that piccc of paper u,ill count as e crediblc wirnes ro the
fin:rncial facts of a particulirr trans:rcliur.

ljut to sav all this is altrrost to neglect thc imporranr r',,ork that the
rcccipt itsela is dojlg. Its job is ro kecp itsclf togerher. to nxintain
its fbrrn, conlerrt, iclcnti6'. ind stabilit): If it is ro servc as proof of
purchase, rvh:Lt r,v.rs frrst rvitrescd in the deli rrrust sti11 be avaihble
davs, rvceks, nonths, artl pcrir.rps ever vears hrcr, and in sltLrirtions
very rrnlike rhe o e tn rvhich ir 6rst arosr::. A hur]larr rvittrcss \,vould
bc askcd to tell his story aL e laler tinc, and possibly to repeat ir
rrrrl .p- rir r. l_l h. r,..ipr dn(, rl)r, ,\,. r, l-rerrrrg rrprrrrhi rn,

throurh fixitr'. Ll_v holding its littlc blue marks fixcd, it does itr best ro
ensrLre that rhc story convcycd by these mcrks rvi11 be repc.rtcdly

Chcap irrk, cheap paper. sirrple, unadornect rtLurcrels and leraet
f-onns .hese qlulidcs sugcest sotr]ctline quite humble. hsignifi
crrrr. and eerrcrolly unrenrarkablc. And let thcre is somethilg
rerrark;rblc.rbout rhe recciprl\ abitiry ro prcserve or lreezc some
ispect of the $,'orld. Thc rvorld, rlier :r11, is characterizcd by ever
ongoing change, motion, and tr.Dstbmation. Our boclies are chrng
ing ali rhe rrrre. Our thoughrs are rn cndlers pirrtdc ol menrories.
ilrc:rms, and rellcctions. Our physical ard sociJ enyironrnelr is

consraltlv il1 lnoti(xr as rvell, in rvays borh glcat alld srna]I. But over
rrr.rnv r)illrnnia, ir the nidsr of erd jrr rcspdrse ro rhc rerliry of this



20 . SCROI-LIN(I FOI{\\ARD

ongoing f,ux, hunarr beings have figuled out how to shrpc rnd
fieeze bits of the naterial rvorld lbr a rvide range of purposes. Hond

ftber, hurnan being as maker, has learned hou to nrake lools lnd rrti
ficrts of all kinds - hernrners and knives and rables rnd bor,vls thar

rr-rn,.'rn 1,.r,hrpe"r d tur, rro ,["u r-""'y ',. ,-".'" \ rn' mJrr\rir
of this ability to 6r or plcscrvc r,vJth the abiliry to symbolize or repre-

senr. It is the crcaridl of stablc Artilacts an.l the aflixing of meaning-

ful nrarks to rheml
Flirnsy and inconseqr.rential drough it may outwanlly scerrr, the

receipt is acmally tluitc powedi . C,azing a! a nracsi\'-e dan es it holds

fbrth against the hugc forccs of :r rivcr, can rve dotbt rhat we are u'it-
nersing a marvelous leat of cnginccring, a lr:iunrph of hrman inge

l)uiqv over rxture? Yer rvhat this receipt rlocs is no lcs relrarkable ard
no lcss powerful, even if ir is 1es imnrediately apparcnr, for it is hold
ing forrh egoinst thc nvages of rinre. One rrright even say htrortally

loldirg-liril. Since ancient timcs, books have been considered vehicles

of irnrnortaliq because thcy $,crc cap:rble of preserving literary
rvorks antl therebl' rheir authors souls. The rvord ld," is lionr the

s:rnc Indo Eurcpean lcot, rc/ , as the u'ord pcrcrrc. A hcro is some

one lr''lro preservcs and protccts others. A docurnent - be it a book
or a cash register reccipt is soncthing that preserves sonleone\
rhoughts or iileas, or some bit of inlormation that rvould other*'ise
be carried arvav b,r' the river of time. Although thc coruert of this

rcccipt is obviollsly les outr,vardlv noble, less arristic. than x copy of
one of Plrto's dirlogucs or one of Shakesperrei phys, ir parrakes of
the sane basic technologies ancl pr:rctices of preservatjol that have

allorved these u'orks to live on chrough thc ages.

It m:ry seenr stranlie to place small, trivial, invisiblc documents like
this one alongsi(le the gleat ones. and to speak of them in tho srlne

breath, but this is cxactly whit we rrtusr .io if we are to see the entire

class of documents, r11 of them, as a siDgle spccies; and if $e are to

see their slnred properties and rhciljoint work ir, the world.

W/aat Are Documentt?

trw \E\r{s AC;o, I short xrllclc tia1ed "Wh.tlr a tlocrLrrri:nr?"
rppearccl in Wircd n^p,azine. Wdtton lry l)avid \Veinbereer, then a

vicc-president of the Opeu Tcxt Corforation ancl rorv r busineqs
consultanr, jt bcgins wirh tho provocativc qLlestion, !'Have volr
noticed rilirt the word do.r,rs,ri doesn't l)lcan rlluch thcsc rlavs?" Hcrc,
is the article rD its entil:rv:

Hrvc ]'ou noticed dlit the word r/oarnorr doedt nre lNch
thesc days? It covers ..\'oytlirg Fom ,r rerr-o ,v lvordprocessing
filc to r spreadshcct to r Javr-sorkcd interrc,c Wcb fage.

I. didri uscd to be iike thrs A docturcnt w3s a piecc ot
trFer - rch as I wi or passporr - wrrh an olilcirl rotc in our
legrl system.

But when the mkcrs ol. rvodproccison lookcd t'br soure
thing to call their sFecirl kind oftiles. th.\ inrportecl dd.,,rrrr. As
multi media entercd whrt Lrsecl to bc rerr-o y filcs. rhe q,orcl

strctched to the point of rre:rnrrglcsnes. Just trv to nrale scnsc

of dre file typcs Wiodows 95 tuts into drc l)o.rrnent mcnu

rh-i,.. rtr . .,. \tl|,t rr,nr i rrlno.r
irdicates tirc protunditv ofthc cha|€le wc rrc undergoirlg in ho\\
we interact with 1j)fornration arrd, ultmatclr,, our rvorld.L


